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Th.e policy ofaffirmative action has been the subject of extensive debate ever since its
inception. Much of the energy devoted to the issue has focused on what the intent of the
policy truly is and whether this has a legal basis in accordance with the United States
Constitution (Boxill 1984; Combs and Gruhl 1986; Goldman 1979; Greenawalt 1983;
Gross 1978; Lynch 1989; Pole 1978). Depending on the position that one takes,
affirmative action can represent either a remedy for past discrimination or a new form of
it:
By affirmative action, we refer to a set of specific and result oriented procedures
that are utilized to insure that non-whites and women are not disadvantaged in
efforts to secure employment (e.g. recruitment, selection and promotion) (Combs
and Gruhl1986, p. 1)
I shall use the terms affirmative action and reverse discrimination somewhat
interchangeably throughout this study. By affirmative action, I shalt be referring
primarily to those policies that allegedly attempt to remedy past discrimination
against minorities and women through the use of numerical quotas and
preferential group treatment (i.e., "goals and timetables") (Lynch 1989, p. 56).
The first definition is usually adopted by those who see the ultimate goal of affirmative
action as guaranteeing equal opportunities for all individuals. In fact, Heilman, Simon,
and Pepper (1987) discount the view of the policy as a quota system, stating instead that
its true promise is to "expand the applicant pool so that members of minority groups are
given an equal opportunity for selection and placement" (p. 62). Still, the link between
affirmative action and quotas is pervasive. This has led some supporters and opponents
alike to base their positions on the admission that some preference might be afforded to
minorities. Thus, Lynch (1989), Boxill (1984), Gross (1978), and Carter (1991) debate
the merit of affirmative action while accepting the proposition that it is preferential
treatment. Boxill identifies the policy's contribution to a reduction in overaJI social
inequality as the most important issue, thus suggesting that in some cases preferential
treatment is justified.
..,but suppose that less qualified blacks are admitted to medical school in
preference to more quaHfied whites, and suppose that the resulting black
doctors practice in poor black neighborhoods treating serious illnesses,
while if the whites they were preferred to had been admitted, they would
have practiced in afiluent white neighborhoods, treating minor illnesses.
In that sort of case, it is not at all necessarily true that preferential treatment
causes a loss in utility (1984, p.168).
Some have been wary ofaccepting Boxill's type of thinking. Prager (1986) questions
the assumption that individuals hired through affirmative action can truly be considered
less qualified or inferior, given the fact that tbe standards by which these people are judged
are always subjectively determined. He states that "qualified" has historically been too
narrowly defined by organizations in an attempt to exclude minorities whose socia'
environment precluded them from acquiring the needed attributes, Therefore, according
to Prager, those organizations that progressively implement affirmative action do so by
broadening their definition of qualifications, rather than, as critics of the policy suggest,
lowering their level of standards. This is most evident in the university setting, where
those responsible for recruitment now work under the idea that "an institution is obligated
to admit only those students who are likely to succeed, not necessarily those that are 'best'
qualified" (p, 34).
Others, including Carter (1991), oppose Prager for trivializing the abilities that
minorities do possess and ignoring the potential of minorities to measure up to any
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standard. Carter approaches the issue from the vantage point of a minority and one who
freely admits that he may have benefited from the policy of affirmative action. In essence,
he considers the public perception of affirmative action as a stigma that defines minorities
as people who lack potential and therefore need special assistance. The solution to this
probl.em, Carter suggests, is for bl.acks to allow themselves to be scrutinized to the same
extent as whites. Then, the abilities and contributions of the two groups could be seen as
comparable. For Carter, and others, minorities benefiting from affirmative action have the
responsibility of defending themselves against whatever standard IS presented to them (p.
216). This strategy woul.d help confront directly the notion that categories of people are
incapable of meeting established standards of excellence (p. 27).
The efforts of Prager, Carter, and others to reinvent the image of affirmative action for
the American public has met with great resistance. As noted eartier, many of affirmative
action's more ardent supporters have conceded to the notion that the program results in
the hiring of inferior people. The persistent criticisms of the policy and the inability to
combat them are due largely to the dose association between the policy and the idea of
"quotas". Opponents of the policy view these quotas as a form of reverse discrimination
that simply result in a new group of victims (Lynch 1989~ Tomasson 1996; M.cWhirter
1996). It is McWhirter who directly confronts the attempt by the pol.icy's supporters to
redefine it:
When we hear people say that affirmative action is not about quotas and lower
standards, we have to wonder if they are misinformed or intentionally trying to
mislead. When we hear others contend that there are no victims of affirmative
action, we have to wonder where they have been living and who they have
been listening to. (1996, p. 51)
Although it has been shown that these quotas, when they are in place, are not
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necessarily met at the expense of the organization's standards, the feeling persists that
minorities who are hired are done so only because of the pressure to meet the policy's
demands, rather than .any qualifications they might have. It is this consequence of the
policy, the influence it has in shaping attitudes regarding intelligence, ability, and other
characteristics, that will be the subject of this research. This project will explore the
possibiHty that the presence ofan affirmative action policy, along with a shared
understanding of it by group members, serves to structure expectations concerning each
person's performance potential.
The theoretical framework for this project is expectation states and status
characteristics theory (Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 1966; Berger, Conner, and Fisek
1974; Berger, Fisek, and Norman 1989), which postulates in part that in the absence of
task-relevant information about each other, other characteristics of group members are
used in an attempt to bring structure to the interaction and foster a dearer understanding
ofwhat will likely transpire. In the case of affirmative action, it becomes an important
variable becaus,e people in educational or work settings desire some means by which to
interpret other's qualifications in comparison to their own. When information such as the
perceived presence of an affirmative action policy is available, two possibilities exist.
First, those of non-minority status might attempt to link a minority's selection to the
existence of an affirmative action policy and their understanding of it. If this
understanding is negative, i.e., that the policy is nothing more than a quota system, then
the non-minority will likely judge the potential of the minority to be less than his/her own
potentiaL Furthermore, in evaluating actual performance, the influence of the policy will
be used by the non-minority to judge his/her own contribution more favorably than that
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made by the minority. Second, minorities in these situations could also be aware of the
possible influence of the policy. Provided that they share the same understanding of what
the policy entails, these individuals might experience doubts about their own qualifications
and ability to compete without the help of the policy. This thesis seeks to investigate these
two issues.
This project is not an empirical test of expectation states theory. Instead, it takes from
the theory some of its terminology and principles in an effort to more completely describe
a social process. Berger et al (1966) stipulate that expectation states are theoretical
constructs that can only be identified through behavioral manifestations in experimental
conditions. This project, then, will incorporate the term "performance expectation" rather
than "expectation state" to avoid making a claim regarding the existence of the latter.
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to a minority, then the more favorable the evaluation of the woman's abilities by the other
group members. Conversdy, in those groups where the subordinates were informed that a
woman was being appointed to head the group simply because there was a need to have a
female leader, then the evaluations proved to be more harsh. Based on their findings,
Jacobson and Koch suggest that organizations take on the responsibility of educating their
employees on the fact that the rationale behind affirmative action is the restoration of
equity (p. 155). While this would necessitate de-emphasizing the policy's reputation as a
quota system, the researchers see it as a mea.ns to ensuring that others more readily
validate the contributions made by those who benefit from affirmative action.
Summers (1991) found that an individual's understanding ofthe organizational climate
plays a large part in his/her interpretation ofa minority's abilities. Opinions about a
minority's qualifications are more likely to be positive, Summers contends, if the existing
organizational climate is thought to be "anti-affirmative action". In contrast, when
workers such as those in Summers' study feel that the organization actively recruits in
conjunction with the policy, then evaluations of minorities become much more negative.
Summers also found that other members of the minority group in the organization, in tbis
case women, are more likely to incorporate the presence oftbe policy into their
evaluations of the individuals. Indicating the power of traditional gender stereotypes,
Summers points out that males were more likely to discount a woman's qualifications,
regardless of the presence of an affirmative action program. Other females, however,
made use of the information about the influence of such a policy, judging more favorably
those females who they felt received their promotions without the aid of the policy. If,
however, the promotion ofa female was seen by other women as being due to a pro-
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affirmative action organizational climate, the subs,equent work done by the individuaJ: was
met with much more severe criticism by her peers (p. 1274). Summers' r,esearch helps to
show that the public definition of a policy like affirmative action is a powerful piece of
information in the development of performance expectations, for minorities as well as
white males.
Not only can information such as the influence of an affirmative action policy shape
others' attitudes about an individual, but it can also affect how that individual views
his/her own performance potential. Negative self-evaluations, for example, surfaced
among a group offemale subjects who wer,e informed that their selection into a task group
was based at least in part on the simple fact that they were women (Heilman et at 1987).
These women went on to distort their perceptions of their actual performances, often
underestimating their positive contribution to the completion of the task. For many of the
subjects, the feelings of self-doubt resulted in a lack of motivation to continue as a leader
for the group, a significant finding when considering possible implications of affirmative
action.
Questionnaire research conducted by Chacko (1982) on women managers participating
in a development program provides more evidence of the possible negative impact of
affirmative action. Measures of organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and role
oonflict suggest that these vari,ables correlate strongly with the perceived importance by
the female respondent of sex as a determining factor in her being awarded her position.
The strongest relationship, however, appears to be between perceived importance of sex
as a selection factor and level of role ambiguity (r =.46 at05 level). Heightened role
ambiguity for the respondents means that they will question their place in the organization
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and their performanoe for that organization. In this environment, the likely result is an
overly negative self-evaluation, similar to what is documented by Heilman et al. (1987).
The practice of preferential treatment in accordance with affinnative action, Chacko
concludes, reduces a minority's sense of importance to the organization. This, in tum,
translates into less commitment on the part of the individuaE to the organization (1982, p.
122). Although Chacko does not identify any particle remedies to the situation, he might
concur with a solution put forth by Heilman et al.:
This suggests not only that competence considerations should be a dominant
factor in selection decision making, but also that selectees should be made
aware of the important role competence played in their selection. For the
message in the data seem clear indeed: If affirmative action is associated with
an absence of quality standards, its intended beneficiaries may in fact become
its victims (1987, p. 68).
Past research endeavors such as those described here have addressed, in some fashion,
the hypotheses outlined for this thesis. However, the work to be undertaken in this
project will differ in a couple ofkey areas. First, the methodology chosen for this project
will not be the controlled experiment. In past research, task groups have been established
under laboratory conditions. Then, the subsequent interaction was manipulated by
introducing infonnation to the subjects on the reasons for each person's selection, whether
it was for ability or another characteristic, such as sex. This has been necessary in order to
infer a clear causal link between the presence of some form of preferential treatment and
,emerging attitudes. However, in a natural setting, information on other's qualifications is
not usually so readably available. Instead, in these situations it is possible that some
individuals cope whh the ambiguity by attributing their own or another person's position
to certain factors, including the perceived presence ofaffirmative action. Whether or not
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this attribution is objectively valid, it plays an important role in the evaluation of individual
performance. In order to more fully explore all of the dynamics that occur in interactions
in which these type ofjudgments are made, a more open methodology will be chosen for
this project, the in-depth interview.
Another criticism that could be levied against many of the experiments cited is that the
work has dealt predominantly with sex-based preferential treatment. Relatively little has
been done in analyzing what happens when race becomes the issue, possibly because the
number of potential female subjects is far greater than the pool of respondents from
different races. Nonetheless, any discussion of affirmative action should include its effects
on racial minorities. Therefore, this project has sought women, as well as individuals
representing various races, to be included in the sample ofgraduate students to be
interviewed. This, along with the aim to move beyond what the researcher feels are
certain problems related to artificiality in experiments, should make this a valuable
supplement to the existing body of knowledge.
With the connection between this thesis and past research stated, it is now appropriate
to discuss the theoretical orientation of this particular project. Chapter three will
introduce the important concepts that comprise expectation states theory and will describe




Expectation states theory, the foundation for this research, focuses primarily on the
establishment and maintenance of power and prestige structures within task-oriented
groups (Berger et at 1974; Berger, Rosenholtz, and Zelditch 1980). It is based
principally on the ideas contained within social exchange (Homans 1961; Blau 1964) and
cognitive consistency models of social interaction (Heider 1958). The influence of these
earlier theories is seen in the following two propositions put forth by the expectation states
perspective:
I)In task groups there is a basic need to identify those individuals who are likely to
contribute more to the achievement of the group's goals. These individuals will
subsequently receive more opportunities to contribute, but they are considered
to be of such caliber that they will contribute regardless of whether or not a
specific opportunity is afforded them.
2)The group process will operate at its optimal level if contradictions between the
actual performance of each individual and the members' expectations for the
individual are avoided. Therefore, a balancing process takes place, in which
evaluations of performance are made to appear consistent with preexisting
expectations. In other words, even for the apparently same quality of the
contribution to the task, those considered more competent are viewed
positively, while those considered incompetent are believed to contribute little
to the group.
These assumptions help make up what is known as expectation states theory (Meeker
1984, p. 294). The result of these exchange and balancing processes at work in task
groups is a status structure in which rewards are distributed unequally, with esteem,
reverence, and other social resources being awarded to those individuals who initially
received higher expectations for their contribution to the completion of the task. The
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nature of future interactions among the group members then become contlngent on these
established expectation states, a term that refers to the defined expectations for
performance for two (or more) persons relative to each other (p. 297).
In homog,enous groups, where the individuals are not easily distinguishable with regard
to external characteristics, expectation states are formed on the basis of specific attributes
believed to be held in varying degrees by the group members. These attributes are known
as specific status characteristic.s, meaning that they are single abilities or behaviors and
are variables by which group members can be categorized and evaluated (p. 306). The
significance of status characteristics is seen in those instances when group members have
no prior knowledge of others with regard to possession of the obvious attribute(s) needed
to complete the task. In these cases, other status characteristics are used in the
establishment of expectation states. These characteristics may not be the primary
prerequisite for success at the present task, but they are still helpful in reducing ambiguity
and bringing about some type of structure. If an individual with high ability in
mathematical problem solving is known or thought to be present in a group working on a
crossword puzzle, and the others are known or thought to be low in mathematical ability,
an expectation might surface, especially if information on crossword solving ability is
unavailable. Even though mathematical ability is not directly linked to ability to solve
crossword puzzles, it can be a valuable piece of information used by group members to
decide how to distribute the positive and negative performance evaluations.
When the group members are distinguishable at the outset, either by ascribed status
(race, sex, or ethnicity) or achieved status (education, occupation), it becomes possible to
make use of more general information known about the individuals in the construction of
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expect3ltion states. In contrast to specific status characteristics, these attributes do not
refer to one distinct ability or behavior and usually carry significant weight, regardless of
the particular task. Furthennore, within each of these characteristics there exists a large
set of pre-established expectations. For example, a traditional stereotype is that whites are
smarter, harder working, and more trustworthy than people of other racial categories.
Because the introduction of these status characteristics and their corresponding
expectation states is not dependent on a particular situation, they are said to be diffuse
status characteristics (Berger et. al. 1966, p.33)
This thesis seeks to introduce the attribute of "affirmative action assistance" into the
category of the diffuse status characteristic. To do this, it is necessary to show that
"affirmative action assistanoe" meets the criteria outlined for a diffuse status characteristic.
First, there must be within this characteristic two or more states that are differentially
vaJued. Second, distinct sets of specific expectations must exist for each state. Third, a
general expectation state must also be in place that differentiates individuals at each state
according to overall competence and worth. (Berger, Wagner, and Zelditch 1992, p.IIO)
Within "affirmative action assistance" one can identify two categories, those who have
supposedly benefited from the policy and those who supposedly have not. The
proposition that these two states of the characteristic receive different value is easily
supported. . Furthermore, there are numerous stereotypes that dictate what is to be
expected of individuals at each state on a variety of specific skills. Among these are the
ideas that those who benefit from the policy have less verbal and written communication
skills, are less knowledgeable in their jobs, and are less willing to work hard. Finally, the
classification of"affirmative action assistance" as a diffuse status characteristic rests on
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the existence of global evaluations attached to actors at each state of the characteristic.
Independent of the task situation, individuals with the highly valued state of the
characteristic ar,e seen as generally superior to those at the other state(s) of the
charact,eristic. The question relevant for this study is whether those who have not
received any assistance from the policy of affirmative action enjoy a more favorable
overall evaluation of their worth as people than those who have supposedly benefited from
the policy. This question would best be answered by more extensive research that asks
respondents for their impressions regarding individuals differentiated by the status
characteristic. Similar research has led to race, sex, and physical attractiveness being
conclusively identified as diffuse status characteristics (Berger et al. 1980).
The issue of diffuseness is problematic, when attempting to define "affirmative action
assistance" as a diffuse status characteristic. It would appear that, unlike race and sex,
this characteristic does not have the potential to influence the power and prestige order in
every task situation. Instead, its use as a piece of information to structure performance
expectations may be limited to situations where actors recognize an affirmative action
policy specific to their circumstance to be at work. This is inconsistent with other diffuse
status characteristics, which are capable of differentiating members of the general
population, regardless of the task environment. In order for "affirmative action
assistance" to be defined as a diffuse status characteristic, then, the policy would have to
be so pervasive that it is uniformly applied across an entire society.
Despite the difficulties in classification, the significance of "aff'umative action
assistanoe" as a status characteristic is undeniable. Specifically, its relationship to the
variables of race and sex signal the possibility that perfonnance expectations based on
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these characteristics will be altered in some fashion by the introduction of "affirmative
action assistance" as a piece of information. According to the attenuation principle
outlined in status characteristics theory, individuals will «add" similarly evaluated pieces
of information together to form an aggregated performance expectation (Berger et a1.
1980; Knottnerus, 1994). When given information that group members are differentiated
on the basis of race and sex, and on the perceived benefit afforded to some by affirmative
action, the result should be the emergence of strengthened performance expectations.
In order to make the analysis ofthe data that will be collected for this project easier,
the researcher has developed an original typology that should adequately reflect all of the
dynamics of the process where performance expectations are formulated. This typology
distinguishes group members, in this case graduate students, according to their level of
involvement in a process where performance expectations are defined.
The categorization of individuals in this typology differs from the focus ofexpectation
states and status characteristics theory, which are concerned with the e,ffect of structural
conditions on the relations among multiple actors. Nonetheless, the general logic of
expectation states and status characteristics theory played a key role as the researcher
sought to develop a basis for organizing the data that would be collected in the project. .
While the individual is given more power in this typology to interpret the meanings
associated with various status characteristics, one theme that is directly attrihutable to the
original theories is evident here. The availability of different pieces of information, and the
relevance assigned to the information by the structure in place, are the determining factors
in the emergence ofa particular performance expectation (Berger et aI. ] 989, p. 104)
1. The outsider. Performance expectations are undefined. This category
represents those individuals who, for whatever reason, do not participate
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significantly in graduate student task groups or activities. They have not been
introduced to aiDy information about status characteristics that could distinguish
themselves from others in the department. This lack of information, or even
awareness of others in the department, prevents persons who fall into this
category from establishing dearly defined performance expectations.
2. The innocent bystander. Both self and other are considered to have either
high performance potential or low performance potential. The term "imocent
bystander" was chosen because it helps to convey the idea that these individuals
are completely disassociated from the process ofjudging performance potentials
differently. For the most part, those in this category have not learned or have
refused to accept any of the expectations that accompany the diffuse status
characteristics, including "affirmative action assistance". Questions that ask the
respondents to consider whether others in the department are at a different level
ofability, as well as inquiries about general attitudes of the respondent toward
affirmative action, should prove helpful in determining who is to be included in
this category. Unlike the outsider, performance expectations are dearly defined
for the innocent bystander, but in this case the information used by these
individuals leads to undifferentiated performance expectations.
3. The Bystander. Expectations for performances are based on perceived
differences in speci.fic status characteristics only. This category comprises
those individuals who do distinguish themselves from others in task situations.
However the information used in the interactions includes only characteristics
perceived by the group members to be specifically pertinent for that task. The
individuals in this category are not considered "innocent", since they do help
develop differentiated performance expectations. StiD, they are labeled
''bystanders'' for the purpose of this study because they are not involved in the
process where diffuse status characteristics are utilized. Since this research
aims to focus on how race, sex, and especially "affirmative action assistance"
become indicators of performance potential for graduate students, and since
research into the significance of specific status characteristics has already been
done extensively, this category will be a secondary concern for the remainder
of this project.
4. The old-timer. "Old-timers are those individuals who make use only of the
traditional diffuse status characteristics of race and/or sex in their evaluations.
Perceptions of old-timers regarding the potential of others are probably based
on long-standing notions about the differences among racial minorities, women,
and white males. An important distinction about old-timers is that they do not
incorporate the presence of an affirmative action policy as a piece ofinformation
into their evaluations. For those in this category, affirmative action is either a
policy they discern not to be at work in their department, or it is a piece of
information with a meaning to which they have not been exposed.
5, The policy-conscious. Affirmative action is used to strengthen an already
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established performance expectation. For the policy-conscious, there is a
definite awareness about affirmative action and what it might mean in terms of
individuals who benefit from it. While race and sex are initially incorporated as
diffuse status characteristics for the development ofperformance expectations,
the issue of affirmative action presents itsdfas an added piece ofinformation to
strengthen the expectations. One possible viewpoint that these respondents might
hold is that affirmative action serves to help categories of people who lack the
ability to do it for themselves. Because the role of affirmative action is to
reinforce expectations that already exist, its influence will probably not be as
easily exposed in the int,erview and will therefore require some strong probing.
6. The new breed. Affirmative action is the main factor in the development
of the performance expectation. For the new breed, "affirmative action
assistance" carries such significant meaning that it alone results in the
development of differentiated performance expectations. These are people who
are not prone to using race and/or sex as factors in evaluating others or
themselves. Nonetheless, their exposure to a particular definition of affirmative
action, specifically that it is a quota system, leads them to view negatively those
who supposedly benefit from the policy. It is possible to delineate those in this
category by their practice of speaking only of the influence of the policy itself
when discussing those persons who are less qualified or contribute less to the
group's mission. A noticeable omission from the new breed's responses should
be any reference to the more traditional negative beliefs about racial minorities
and women,
Should a new category present itself during the course of the interviews, it will be
introduced into the typology. For now, the existing scheme should serve adequately as a
framework for organizing the data and dealing with the process undertaken by the
respondents of creating a differentiated group structure. Some of the key factors that will
help to distinguish the various categories include:
1. knowledge of others in the group (i.e. graduate department).
2. knowledge ofexpectations associated with specific and, more significantly,
diffuse status characteristics of race and sex.
3. knowledge ofthe policy of affirmative action and the definition imputed to
it by society.
4. the significance of race and sex for the respondent in assessing the
potential and contribution ofvarious members of the group.
5. significance for the respondent of the perceived influence of affirmative
action as a policy in assessing the potential and contribution ofvarious




This chapter describes the method chosen to collect data for this research, including the
sampling issues involved as well as the attempt to construct a reliable and valid instrument.
The methodological approach taken in this thesis is unique, especially considering the type
of research commonly associated with expectation states. Thus, attention is also paid in.
this chapter to the potential problems that had to be resolved before the interviews could
begin.
In-depth, relatively unstructured interviews were chosen as the primary data gathering
method for this research. Because very little survey research has been done on the social
psychological aspects of affirmative action, a need presents itself for an initial: field study
that can begin to reveal some of the significant variables involved. If this thesis succeeds
in meeting this need, then future quantitative work on the issue wiIJ be ffime complete.
Another benefit of choosing open-ended questions for this project is the opportunity it
provides for a. more complete exploration of a social process. In the traditional
experimental work done by expectation states theory, clear causal relationships were
suggested to exist between variables. While this has been viewed as rigorous science, the
main criticism levied against experiments is that they are artificial and thus do not truly
mirror the situation as it would unfold outside of the laboratory. A second goal of this
thesis, then, is to address as completely as possible aU of the dynamics of that process in
which individuals attempt to assess the qualifications of others and themselves in a task
situation. This research is not meant as an end, however, but as a means of introducing
new questions that might be tackled by a surveyor other quantitative design at a lat,er
date.
Because this study is exploratory in its aim, it could be assumed that the researcher has
adopted an inductive approach. While there are inductive components within the
methodology for this study, it would ignore the complexity of the research design to state
that it is unequivocally induction. Rather, it is important to briefly describe induction and
its counterpart, deduction, and point out why the methodology employed in this study is
actually a combination of the two.
An inductive approach is one in which "more general statements are built up slowly
after immersion in specific obselVations of social Life" (NeULman 1991, p. 53). Rather than
starting from a hypothesis to be tested, the researcher utilizing induction develops
propositions after analyzing the data gathered. In contrast, deduction starts with the
general theoretical principle and assigns it to a specific social setting, In deduction, "the
path is from the abstract and general to the concrete and specific" (p.4S),
The research design for this study has elements of both induction and deduction.
However, for purposes of classification, it will be considered quasi-deductive, since it
incorporates principles from a theory to establish a typology prior to the collection ofany
data. Had the typology emerged from an analysis of the data, then the methodology
would be labeled inductive ( Smith 1982, p. 312).
Still, this research is not pure deduction. Because the goal is to describe rather than
explain a process, there is not a testable hypothesis used as a starting point. Also, the
typology developed for this project, while guided by theoretical principles, is not inflexible
to new patterns found in subjects' responses. The look of the categories at the conclusion
19
of the study will be a result ofwhat social process is uncovered during the course of the
interviews. The addition, subtraction, or adjustment of categories based on the data
analysis is consistent with the inductive approach to developing generalizations from
analysis of specific processes.
The initial sampling design for this study was to be a convenience sample ofgraduate
students currently enrolled at a public university in the midwest. Time and budget
constraints prevented a more expanded search for potential respondents outside this
university from taking place. Still, a concerted effort was undertaken to make sure that
males, females and various racial groups were represented. Therefore, although such a
limited sample does not allow for any generalizations about the total graduate student
population, the choice to be inclusive in whom to interview indicates that this project's
methodology is at least systematic and objective.
Because of some problems that were fortunately detected in advance, the convenience
sample proved to be insufficient in recruiting enough respondents. The original plan called
for using personal contacts the researcher had established while living in graduate student
housing on campus. The role ofthese contacts was to provide names of colleagues who
might be willing to participate in the research, thus making the researcher's job offinding
cooperative respondents easier. Also, these contacts could help in making the sample
representative by identifying others in their department who were female and/or a racial
minority. A letter that solicited the needed information was sent to ten of the researcher's
acquaintances (Appendix A). All ten of the contacts chosen were from different academic
areas and were considered to be the most likely to respond to the request for information.
The dialogue with these respondents was to cease once the names were provided, and they
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were told nothing regarding the specifics of the research. This was necessary in order to
prevent them from using the ideas of the project to fonnulate their own opinions on the
qualifications of their peers. Finally, the contacts were aware from the time that they
received their letters that any assistance on their part would remain confidential.
Before sending the letters, there was considerable doubt as to how much cooperation
the contacts would provide. The researcher recognized that the contacts might have
questions about the nature of the endeavor, or they might simply be too busy to provide
help. Therefore, another secondary plan was developed. This called for a stratified
random sample of graduate students to be taken from the university's student directory.
Although it was possible to guarantee a selection of males and females, as well as some
international students, in a sample gained by this method, it did pose a significant problem.
Because the directory does not provide information on an individual's race, there was a
danger that categories such as African American could be overlooked in the sample. To
compensate for this, it was decided that, if necessary, the researcher would ask
respondents to provide the names ofother people who were graduate students and who
were of different racial classifications. Another tactic available to the researcher would be
to use personal acquaintances who were minorities, as long as these individuals had no
prior knowledge of the ideas of the project. Any or all of these plans would come into
play only if the initial convenience sample did not yield a sufficient number ofminorities.
As predicted, there was a significantly low number of responses from the researcher" s
contacts. Three of the original ten contacts provided a total of only twelve names.
Furthermore, after sending letters to the individuals suggested by the contacts (Appendix
B), only one agreed to an interview. The failure of this sampling design meant that the
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stratified random sample would have to be implemented.
The process of obtaining a sample from the student directory was quite involved. The
target number for respondents was set at thirty, with ten being white male, ten white
female, five native-born racial minorities, and five international students. These criteria
were key in determining how to proceed in selecting names.
First, a sample of graduate students was obtained by selecting two columns of names
for each letter of the alphabet in the directory and recording those names which had the
abbreviation Gr, denoting graduate student, beside them. The decision not to take a
sample from the entire graduate student listing in the directory was made simply on the
basis that to do so would require too much time, since the graduate student names first
had to be separated from the rest of the listings. The researcher did recognize the need to
be as random as possible in the selection process, so the total number ofcolumns for each
letter was determined and the columns to be used were then picked by chance. The
number of names of graduate students resulting from this method was one hundred sixty
three.
The next step was to categorize these names by sex and by whether or not the
individual could be classified, according to the appearance of the name, as an international
student. In those instances where the name sufficiently confused the researcher as to the
sex or possible national origin of the person, then the opinions ofcolleagues were used to
help determine on which list the individual should be included. If, after contacting
individuals, it was found that mistakes were made, then the other plans could be
implemented to help reach the desired number of each group in the final sample. After all
of the names were placed on one of the newly constructed lists, it was found that the
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original sample of one hundred sixty-three contained what appeared to be fifty-seven non-
international males, forty-sev,en non-international femaIes, thirty-three international males,
and twenty-six international females.
For each ofthe four lists, systematic sampling was then done by dividing the number of
names on the list by the desired number of respondents for that category in the final
sample. The individuals sdect'ed through this sampling were then telephoned and asked to
participate in the research. The script for the telephone call is provided in Appendix C.
There was a very positive r'esponse overall from the individuals who were asked to
participate in an interview. As several told the researcher over the phone, this willingness
to cooperate was largely due to the fact that the project was being done by a graduate
student for a master's thesis. They related that they could empathize, since they too were
working on advanced degrees and in some cases were trying to complete a thesis or
dissertation. There were some r,efusals, but the main problem was actually trying to get in
touch with aU of the individuals selected through the sample. As it turned out, a few had
already graduated and moved away. Also, since the project was being conducted during
the summer,_ there were some individuals who had gone home or were on vacation. After
several attempts to achieve a sample of thirty, twenty-two interviews were set up. While
this number falls short of the original goal, it seems to be quite adequate for exploring the
issues of this thesis.
There are weaknesses to any sampling design and the method chosen to contact
respondents. As already mentioned, the fact that the research was being done over the
summer biases the sample toward those students who are accessible during the summer
tenn. Also, the use of the telephone presents probtems, since contacting individuals by
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this method may exclude potential respondents who do not have a phone or who are not
listed in the graduate directory. Phone contacts may also eliminate those respondents who
view this type of solicitation as an unwelcome intrusion. Finally, the inclusiveness of the
sample may be affected if potential respondents were contacted by phone during a
particularly difficult time and therefore were unable to accept the request to participate.
These biases could be minimized by a research design that mandates the resear,ch to be
conducted over the course of the entire school year. Also, the use of an official university
listing of graduate students would ensure more inclusiveness in the final sample. Finally,
respondents who initially decline a phone request might be given the opportunity to
respond by phone or letter at a more convenient time. These approaches are suggested for
future research. However, for the purposes of this study, which relate more to exploring a
social process and not making claims regarding generalizability, the limitations in
representativeness are acceptable.
The majority of the interviews were scheduled to take place in the researcher's office
during the afternoon (although two interviews were conducted in the respondent's office
and one occurred in the respondent's horne). The time and location were convenient for
everyone, since most of the respondents were on campus during the day and the office
was easily accessible. There was great care taken in making the respondents feel
comfortable from the moment they arrived for the interview, since settings such as an
office can be intimidating and, in this case, can evoke the idea that the project is linked
with some university mandated program. However, none of the respondents exhibited
what the researcher would interpret as anxiety or reservations about discussing openly
their attitudes. Guarantees of confidentiality and the purely academic aims of the project
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seemed to put the respondent, as well as the researcher, at ease :from the outset.
The interviews began with. a brief explanation of some of the mechanics of the research.
Any description of the ideas behind the project would not take place until the conclusion
of the interviews, to avoid biasing the respondent in any way. Prior to the first question,
respondents were informed once again that the interview would be tape recorded but that
their identity would not be revealed anywhere on the recording. Still, there was a need to
keep up with which tape belonged to which individual, in case there was a problem with
the tape clarity or in case a follow-up interview was desirable. Therefore, respondents
were shown a folder where their tape number and their name would be placed, and they
were promised that the folder and tapes would be stored separately. Also, since many of
the conditions of the project were initially explained over the phone and there was a
chance for misunderstanding, the respondents were asked to read and then sign a consent
letter that detailed again what would be taking place (Appendix D). A second folder that
would contain the signed consent lett,er was pointed out, and it was again made clear that
this folder would be kept separately from the other materials. The researcher explained
that at the conclusion ofthe project, which would be a successful defense of the thesis, all
of the material that could potentially identifY a participant would be destroyed and
disposed. FinaUy, after providing the respondents a chance to ask their own questions
about the project, the interview began.
Since this topic has not been dealt with much by in-depth interviewing, there was very
little to work with when it came time to devdop the interview instrument. Except for
some ideas gained by looking at the work of Lynch (1986), most of the questions were
developed by the researcher. A total of thirty-five questions appear on the interview
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question script (Appendix E). However, depending on variables such as different levels of
experience for the respondents and the amount of probing that was possible for each
person's answers, the interviews would deviate from the original set ofquestions. It was
rare when the researcher asked every one of the original questions, but new questions
presented themsdves and led to significant information. Stili, a large portion of the script
came into play at some point in many of the interviews.
The questions for the interview can be divided into five sections, with each section
designed to build on the information obtained from the previous one. Section one
(questions one through seven) ask for the respondents to describe themselves and their
background in their department. These questions also ask them to relate any perception
they have of the department's various policies, with specific attention paid to selection
processes for new graduate students and such positions as teaching assistantships.
Respondents are also asked in this section what they consider to be the main consideration
in these selection processes.
Section two (questions nine through fifteen) first delves into the issue of qualifications
and how these might be connected by the respondents to a particular policy. Respondents
are asked for the first time to assess the quality of people selected by the various policies
discussed in the first set of questions. Also, the possibility that respondents or others in
the department have singled out someone who they felt received some special
consideration through a policy is considered in this section.
The impact of a respondent's understanding about the department's policies on
evaluations of others and self is the focus of section three (questions sixteen through
twenty-one). The aim of these questions is to get the respondents to discuss any
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experiences in group task settings, such as class projects or committee work, where those
involved assessed each other's performances. The factors that the respondents felt were
important considerations in the assessments should surface in these answers. Of particular
interest would be any mention of the perceived influence ofa poticy such as affirmative
action.
Section four (questions twenty-two through thirty) seeks general information from the
respondents about criticisms that they or others may have of their department's policies.
There is also an opportunity here for the respondents to discuss their present status and to
give an impression of the policies that they see as affecting them in the future. The final
set of questions (thirty-one through thirty-five) deal directly with affirmative action,
especially with the part that respondents see it as having in their evaluations of others and
themselves in their department.
Reliability and validity are important considerations for this research. Among the
criticisms levied against qualitative methodology is the assertion that reli,ability of the
measures is inferior to that possible with a quantitative design (Babbie 1989, p. 286). A
successfully used open-ended interview instrument is one that allows for flexibility and
interpretation. These attributes are beneficial in allowing the researcher to develop a more
complete and empathetic understanding ofthe responses and the reasons behind them.
However, they also prevent verification of the results, at least in a conventional sense
(Emerson 1983, p. 100).
Still, as Katz (1983) points out, qualitative methodology can be reliable. Assuming that
the researcher recognizes his place in a social system of colleagues, supporters, critics, and
subjects, he/she will feel constrained to incorporate all of the relevant data into a careful
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analysis that win hold up to scrutiny by others. The acknowledgment of shared
interpretations by professionals, along with the acceptance by the subjects themselves of
the researcher's understanding of the meanings they bring to their lives, results in a
meshing of reliability and validity (p. 148). Conventional reliability checks, such as a test-
retest or interrater verification, are possible even for this type ofqualitative research,
provided that clear, complet,e instructions for completing each step of the research are
provided (Katz 1983, Kvale 1996). However, there must be special consideration paid to
issues germane to qualitative methodology, including the effect of different styles brought
to the research by multiple interviewers (Manning 1982, p. 15).
The other concern over research quality has to do with validity, and it is in this area
that methodologies like that undertaken in this project are thought to excel. Validity
refers to the "extent to which an empirical measure adequately reflects the real meaning of
the concept under consideration (Babbie 1989, p. ]24). Because the interview instrument
is open-ended, the possibility of including aU of the dimensions of the process by which
individuals assess performance potential increases. Consequently, this research can claim
to be a valid measure of how people use the perceived presence ofa diversity policy to
structure an ambiguous situation.
While several different types ofvalidity exist, this research is most likely to raise issues
of face validity, or how well the measures mesh with common sense understandings of
what a particular concept constitutes (p. 124). Face validity is often threatened if
questions are worded awkwardly or unfamiliar terms are used. For example, to ask one of
the respondents in this project ifhe/she thinks that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of
1964 has some negative consequences would probably result in stares of confusion and
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answers that are based on misinterpretation of what Title VII actually ~s. To protect
against this type of mistake in the development of the instrument, the researcher could
conduct the interview first with someone who is not part ofthe respondent sample but has
a comparable level of knowledge of the subject matter. This person could alert the
researcher to ambiguous questions, omitted questions that need to be included, or
questions that unnecessarily cloud the issue and therefore should be omitted. The
inclusion of additional questions to adequately cover a concept would lead to an increase
in the instrument's cont,ent validity, or how well a measure addresses all of the content of
a theoretical concept (Neuman 1991, p. 129). Resources such as the instrument
developed by Lynch (1989) aided the researcher in obtaining criterion validity, meaning
that the interview questions for this research are based to some extent on accepted
measures ofattitudes towards affirmative action (p. 130). A fourth type of validity,
construct validity, is present ifmultiple indicators for a measure operate in a consistent
manner with each other (p. nO). Several questions are used in this research to obtain a
measure of a person's perception of affinnative action. If the responses are consistent,
then this measure can claim to have construct validity,
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Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the final sample of twenty- two respondents.
While some minority groups are undlerrepresented, the hope is that the experiences of
those who did participate can be shown, with future research, to be indicative of what is
happening to others. Also, all of the respondents were asked if colleagues had spoken
with them on the issues of this project. This could potentially bring in the perspective of a
larger number of minorities, even though they did not actively take a part in the research.
At no time, however, does the researcher claim that the findings of this study can be
generalized to a population.
An important discovery made early in the interview process was that very few ofthe
respondents were able, without any probing, to discuss their feelings about the selection
processes in their departments. The first set of questions, dealing with trus subject, were
worded in a v,ery general, unbiased manner. Rather than being led by the questions, then,
the individuals had the opportunity to introduce into the discussion the factors that they
deemed important in departmental policies. However, perhaps because this was not a
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pressing issue for them in light of other departmental concerns, many ofthe respondents
needed some additional clarification from the researcher before they could articulate a
position. This is not to say that opinions on the matter were absent in these cases, but
they wer,e more hidden than originally anticipated.
To illustrate these early difficulties, one of the first questions posed was '~In your time
in this department, what perception do you have regarding its selection process for new
graduate students." The idea behind this question was to get the respondents talking
about the fairness of the process and the quality of people being admitted as a result of it.
This question alone proved to be too ambiguous, however. Therefore, a second question
was often necessary. Consequently, the respondents were asked what factors they
thought were important considerations for the department when deciding whom to admit.
There was some success with incorporating this question into the interview. Although the
researcher did not specifically mention any factors as examples, some of the respondents
were better able to grasp now what was being looked for in terms of their opinion of the
selection process. The two factors cited most often by the respondents were past
academic performance and the overall background of the applicant.
In order to check the respondents' awareness about the need for diversity as a possible
factor, they were asked this question. "One of the issues that is discussed today with
regard to admittance into colleges and universities is the need to attract more diversity.
Do you feel that this is an issue or need in your department, and if so, do you think the
department is actively working to meet the need?" Those who did not see diversity as a
need usually expressed the idea that their departments were already diverse. This was
especiaUy true when the respondent's field was in the natural sciences, because many felt
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that this academic area attracted a large number of international students.
There were several respondents who did view diversity as an important consideration in
their department. In fact, one person, a white male working on his master's degree,
served on an admissions committee and was very open about the central role that the
diversity issue played in his department's selection practices:
., .You're probably not real familiar with the [ xxx] department, but we have the
[xxx] Diversified Student Program, the DSP office, and their role is to make sure
that the diversity is kept up... this year they had 6 slots open in the clinical
program, and two of those went to the DSP office, and those are all minority
students that come in through that office. So, yea, there is quite a commitment
to keeping the minority population within that program up.
Although this answer, and the other responses to the same question, were generally
absent of personal opinion on whether or not diversity is a justifiable goal, they served a
very important function in this research. Exposing the perceived importance ofdiversity
policies for each of the respondents in their departments would anow the researcher to
determine which individuals might potentially distinguish themselves from others based on
the attribute of "affirmative action assistance". The strength of the belief about a diversity
policy's influenoe in a graduate program is reflected in the statement by a Ph.D candidate
in a social science field that "there is a definite grab for students other than anglo male".
Identifying those individuals in the study who share this attitude will help to focus
attention on the process where "affirmative action assistance" is the piece of information
being used to establish performance expectations.
The remainder of the interview questions deal more directly with aU ofthe possible
variables that go into the process of performance expectation development and
maintenance. A general description of that process, the main goal of this project, requires
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that the answers given by the respondents to these questions be considered collectively.
The similarities that emerge from these answers will provide the clues to discerning what
environment is most conducive to the development of a particular performance
expectation. Therefore, the typology presented in chapter two is the best framework from
which to proceed, so that what the respondents share in terms of attitudes and experiences
can be more clearly analyzed in the context ofa general social process. A final point to
make is that whatever processes are described in these findings are meant to pertain only
to this group of respondents. The limitations in sampling do not pennit the researcher to
claim that these processes exist elsewhere. That determination will be up to future
research endeavors that go beyond the scope oftms study.
THE OUTSIDER
Whether by choice or because of other demands, some graduate students may not take
part in the activities of their respective departments. This lack of involvement makes it
difficult for these people to meet and learn about their colleagues. Therefore, they do not
possess the information that is necessary for making evaluations concerning the
performance potential of themselves in relation to the others in their department. This
fact, coupled with minimal interaction in group task settings, such as class projects, means
that these "outsiders" are removed from the environment where performance expectations
are being developed.
The criteria for being classified as an outsider include, then, a tendency by the
individual to remain distant from the daily interactions in hislher department, to the point




of the other graduate students. The outsider would also have to be someone who does
not have much exposure to group settings, such as a group working on a class project.
Whether it is because ofa lack ofopportunity to participate in such an endeavor or a
simple choice not to do so, the implication of not being a part of the group is that the
outsider would be denied the information needed to evaluate performance potentials and
therefore could not act on those evaluations (Meeker 1981, p. 297). Since it is very likely
that others dose to the outsider are engaged in a group process where performance
expectations are being defined, it is important to look at the conditions that might prevent
someone from participating in that process.
No respondent in this study's sample could, by definition, be classified as a "pure"
outsider. However, there was one individual who met most of the requirements and
therefore deserves some mention. The person referred to was an older female who was
pursuing her graduate degree in environmental sciences while also holding a job and
raising a family. In talking to her, it became dear that these other responsibilities were
just as important to her. She did not, in fact, consider her primary status that of a
graduate student, and therefore she did not devote much extra time to familiarizing herself
with the department or its people. She was also different from the other respondents in
that she was in an interdisciplinary program that placed little or no emphasis on group
projects. In such an individualized setting, she had very little contact with the other
graduate students. She could not even be sure of the specific guidelines under which
others were working. This made it even more difficult for her to arrive at any sort of
comparative evaluations.
Everyone else in the sample could, at the very least, identify the performance potential
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of their department's graduate students based on the strictness of the admission guidelines,
This meant that they had some information that they could use to develop performance
expectations, She, on the other hand, was deprived of such information. This individual's
situation provides a picture of someone very far removed from the group dynamics that
are typically associated with the 'establishment ofperformance expectations.
The most profound effect of the outsider's separation from her department was an
ignorance regarding policy positions. She expressed uncertainty as to what criteria were
used to judge potential candidates for admission to her graduate program, Besides being
unable to discern how important a person's objective qualifications were in the selection
process, she also could not state with any confidence what role she thought that diversity
might have played. When she was asked to discuss this particular issue, she was only able
to state that "there are quite a few foreign students in environmental sciences, as well as
several women". However, she was not sure if this was due to some deliberate strategy
by the department in its recruitment efforts or if it was merely coincidental. Furthermore,
she did not make any connections between a person's race or gender and any special
abilities, sometlung that was done by others in the sample (especially those in the "hard
sciences"), Therefore, although she had some knowledge of the composition of her
department's graduate student population, she still exhibited one very important
characteristic that distinguished her from the other respondents. Her limited exposure to
the department, including little or no interaction with the other graduate students,
prevented her from acquiring the needed information to develop performance expectations
for the others and herself. In responding to the question, "Is there a perception by others
or yourself about the effect ofdepartmental policies on the quality of people being
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admitted to your program?", this individual ,could only talk ofattitudes that possibly
existed in other departments with some of her acquaintances.
.. .I hav,en't spent a lot of time socializing with people iII! my classes. And, let's
see, the only, well I had one night class last fan where I did do some projects with
other people and had an opportunity to talk to them, but one was out of
agricultural engineering and one was out of chemistry. You know, they were all
associated or affiliated with other departments, and so they had different
perceptions of what their own departments were like.
Despite some knowledge of the heterogeneity that existed in her department with
regard to certain diffuse status characteristics, this individual did not avail herself of this
information to formulate differentiated performance evaluations. In her case, the
expectations reme:tined undefined, mainly because the general expectations associated with
characteristics such as race and sex, were also unclear. Without experiences in task
situations where differences in individual talents would surface, this person would remain
unexposed to any information that she could use to determine her potential relative to
those around her.
For the most part, there was no such. participation in task settings for this individual.
Regarding her own department, she repeatedly made the point that everyone was working
on different plans which encompassed courses from several academic areas. This meant
there was less chance that she would encount,er her departmental colleagues in a situation
where a group project was required. Therefore, a secondary goal of the interview with
this person was to see if the experiences in group interactions in any of her coursework
included the establishment of differentiated performance expectations.
Because this individual often had to take courses from a diverse range of academic
departments, she did enter into situations where there were significant differences among
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the students regarding ability level for that one class. She discussed one experience from
an engineering class, where the professor's practice of assigning students from different
departments to work together ,caused some initial difficulties:
,.,and, because ofwhere people came from, you know, there was people who
couldn't maybe contribute as much as you would like them to the project. But
most of the groups functioned fairly weD, you know, dividing it up and giving
people areas to work on that were their strong suits,
The strategy ofdistributing the work among the group members according to
individual specialties is consistent with expectation states theory and its ideas about the
behavioral manifestations of particular expectation states. Specifically, the people in the
respondent's group gave those for whom they held a higher performance expectation
more of an opportunity to complete the task. The fact that the individual described the
group project as one that "worked out wen" suggests the possible veracity ofanother of
expectation states theory's propositions. Given the chance to evaluate the contributions
ofthe group members, and recognizing that each was working within hislher own area of
specialty, this person judged the actual performances in a manner that meshed well with
the initial expectations (Meeker 1989, p. 299)
This group would be a more true representation of expectation states processes if the
opinions of the other members regarding the group's success had been solicited. Also,
each member in this group was able to choose a particular aspect of the task that fit well
with their particular talents. If, however, everyone was required to perform the same
duties, then different expectation states, with self having a negative expectation and other
having a positive expectation, might be at work. Still, the behavior of these group
members, as described by the respondent, do indicate that some sort of mental process,
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probably the development and maintenance of performanoe expectations, is taking place.
Given that she had little first-hand experience in group interactions with those in her
department, it is unlikely that she had encountered situations where race and sex were
used in some manner to determine the potential of a group's members. Also, as
mentioned. earlier, she did not appear to connect a person's race andlor sex with different
expectations for performance of a task. Therefore, even if she had more contact with her
colleagues, these variables would probably have not been used by her to distinguish the
group members with regard to potential and actual contribution to the task at hand..
The role of affirmative action in the selection process and the positive or negative
connotations attached to it by other graduate students andlor faculty is another piece of
information that could have been used by this respondent in determining performance
expectations. However, two facts prevented the label of "affirmative action assistance"
from playing a role in this person's evaluations. First, her definition of the general goals of
the policy of affirmative action was that "it gives everyone with the same qualifications the
same opportunities". This particular understanding of the policy prevented her from
making a distinction between the qualifications of those who benefit from it from those
who do not. Second, even if she did have a different understanding of the policy, her
limited exposure to her department caused her to be unsure as to affirmative action's
influence in the selection of its graduate students.. Consequently, unless some other
information about a group's members was learned, the expectations for performance
would remain undefined for this respondent and she could be classified as an "outsider".
Future research that is more inclusive of this category is required before assuming that
this individual's case is representative. However, it is possible to identify certain
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difFerences in the experiences of this person compared to those of others in the sample.
The description of this individual's situation included an emphasis on her ignorance
regarding the internal dynamics ofher department (especially certain policy decisions).
Also, there were repeated references made by her to the fact that she had limited contact
with others in her department, particularly in task group settings. Finally, the definition of
affirmative action provided by this individual is important because of its benign language.
All of these factors, taken together, reflect a process where graduate students are unable
to set definite expectations for their perfonnances relative to others. Without inferring any
causal relationship, the significance of these factors will now be ascertained in the
dynamics encountered by the remaining respondents.
THE INNOCENT BYSTANDER
This category includes those graduate students for whom expectations for the
performance of self and other are defined and at the same time undifferentiated. The level
of involvement in their programs for these individuals is clearly different from that of the
"outsider". This r,esults in more information being available to these respondents and thus
a greater .ability to evaluate the potential and actual contributions of group members in a
task setting. However, each group member is perceived by these respondents to be either
equally high or low in ability. The situational factors that contribute to these individuals
viewing everyone as equally qualified, ev,en when they are aware of heterogeneity in terms
of race, .sex, and possible benefit afforded by affirmative action, are considered in this
section.
One ofthe first contacts that a graduate student has with his/her program centers
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around the department's criteria for admission and the student's own attempts to meet
those criteria. In talking with several of the respondents, it became evident that the more
stringent the department's criteria were believed to be, the more positively these
individuals viewed their own performance potential and that of their colleagues.
Conversely, if the department's criteria were considered to be lax, evaluations of abilities
were usually more negative. Thus, admission standards became a primary source of
information for reducing the ambiguity that was associated with a group of graduate
students working in a task setting. For the innocent bystander, there was a strong belief in
the idea that the department's criteria applied to all candidates. Therefore, those who
"made it" were presumably on the same level in terms of individual abilities.
One male student was Quick to defend his department's standards. When he was asked
about the criteria that seemed to be emphasized in the selection process for new graduate
students, he responded that "they're so selective over there". He then described some of
the requirements for admission, pointing out that they had not changed since he had
arrived, nor had he heard any ofhis colleagues discuss any significant changes. The
foundation was thus laid for the development of undifferentiated performance expectations
in this department, since the information provided to its graduate students was that
everyone was Qualified to be there.
Another respondent who expressed very favorable opinions about the Quality of
graduate students in his department was a doctoral candidate in the "hard sciences". This
individual's case was unique. He repeatedly made the point during the course of the
interview that he had "been around" for quite a while and was taking longer than usual to
finish his degree. However, this did not appear to affect his sense of his own abilities. He
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described his experience as a teaching assistant in the department responsible for several
upper-division courses, and he conduded from this responsibility given to him that he was
a qualified person. The lengthy time spent by this individual in his department enabled him
to talk first-hand about changes in the quality of people being brought in. He thought of
himself as the last remaining graduate student from a time when the standards were less
strict:
...The department has undergone a change, rougWy in the time that I've been here.
We got a hot shot department head, for instance, who tried to improve the quality
of people in the department overall. And I think the quality of the graduate
students has increased.
When he was asked whether the changes he had been discussing were also perceived by
the other graduate students, he said that past conversations indicated to him others had the
same opinion. Generally speaking, then, the individuals in this program have information
that should lead to positive evaluations of performance in group tasks.
The "innocent bystander" category also consists of some of the sample's female
respondents, including one who had some experience working on her department's
admissions committee. This position gave her the opportunity to view the process closely,
and her conclusion was that it was stringent and fair. According to her, the influence of
high standards had meant that less qualified students had been "weeded out".
Departments where ,expectations for performance are low due to what are perceived to
be relaxed admission standards also likely exist. However, none ofthe people in the study
talked about their department in these terms. Consequently, this analysis of the "innocent
bystander" is somewhat limited.




even when variables of race and gender were introduced, as long as the beliefs associated
with these characteristics were neutralized or set aside. For some of the respondents, this
was accomplished by way ofcontact with a particular office in their program.. One
department, for instance, had established a diversified student program charged with the
task ofrecruiting minority graduate students. Instead of creating the attitude among the
others that these minorities were Less qualified, the way that this offioe conducted business
had the opposite effect. This office conducted sessions designed to inform the graduate
students, both minority and non-minority, on the need for its specific programs. Part of
these sessions consist of putting forth information that minorities are subject to the same
standards as everyone else. Consequently, there was a heightened level of awareness in
this department regarding the similar qualifications of all graduate students, and the
positive intent of certain selection policies designed to attract minorities:
I believe I understand affinnative action. I don't believe that it's quotas or anything
like that, but to recruit minorities and to make sure that interviews and stuff are not
biased.. .it's an avenue to get these people into positions that have not been open to
them before.
Even the classification levels of"master's" and doctoral" were not used to differentiate
ability, according to the department's students who were interviewed. As one respondent
put it, the fact that there was a rigorous course load required of everyone in the
department helped to foster an attitude of 'we don't think of it in terms of different levels
or abilities." The existence of these attitudes was supported by the answers given by the
"innocent bystanders" to a question dealing with the judgment of performances in a group
setting. The question was posed in a way that asked them to consider if situations arose





For the "innocent bystander" this type of situation did not take place. A common
response to this question was that "everyone puUed their weight",
For the students in this department, a concerted effort had been made to ensure that
they had more information, other than race and sex, on which to base their performance
expectations. The availability of infonnation suggesting equal ability levels for all
graduate students made it more likely for positive expectations for self and other to
emerge, despite the potential influence of race and sex as variables. The results in this
department are indicative ofwhat can happen when attempts are made to neutralize the
influence of stereotypes associated with certain status characteristics, A change ofbetiefs
regarding the status characteristics of race, sex, and affirmative action assistance can occur
if there is sufficient information that points to the positive contribution of minorities to
tasks. This could eventually mean the alleviation ofmany inequalities that exist in group
settings (Knottnerus 1986).
THE BYSTANDER
The "bystander" and "innocent bystander" share the attribute that neither establishes
performance expectations on the basis of diffuse status characteristics, particularly race,
sex, and affirmative action assistance, Unlike the "innocent bystander", however, the
''bystander'' has infonnation that the graduate students in his/her department may have
different levels ofthe specific abilities relevant to that particular discipline. This
information is used to form differentiated expectations for self and other, In a graduate
program, where everyone is thought to be at a high level, any perceived changes in the
standards of tbe selection process can be used to distinguish students:





the first project I came in on, it was a matter of, I think, need. They needed
somebody. I think I was certainly qualified for the position, but they needed
somebody in a hurry, so in tenns of things like G.R.E. scores, they didn't pay
much attention to that sort of thing. I think now the requirements have gotten
considerably tougher, in terms of they really want G.R.E. scores, grade point
averages... So, I think its gotten much more difficult to get in.
Although trus individual avoided a negative self-evaluation by believing that he
possessed the qualifications anyway, bystanders in general were influenced in their
evaluations ofan individual by information on the selection criteria in place at the time of
that person's admission. One respondent described the attitude as one of resentment
toward those admitted under more relaxed standards, who he stated were constantly
trying to compensate for their deficiencies by '~getting in good" with the faculty. This
resentment carried over into this respondent's interactions in group settings, where his
beliefs about a person's potential and quality of performance took shape:
You know, you can just tell in the discussions in the class. And I don't want to
single anyone out, but there are a couple of individuals who everyone is pretty
much agreed on. But you can just tell in the discussions ...who is making
insightful comments and who is saying something just to be heard by the
professor.
The reciprocity of the performance expectation, that those identified by this respondent
as having less ability have the same beHef for themselves, is evident when he discusses the
dynamic that emerges in his task groups. Pointing to what he called his ability to "work
faster" than some of the others, this respondent accepted a more active role in completing
projects. He noted that his abilities became a reputation that followed him to each
interaction. This suggests that his performances did receive more positive evaluations by
group members.






race, sex, or status as "affirmative action assistance". However, the availability of
information that the individuals in the department were distinguishable in tenns of
relevant, specific abilities was the cruciat factor in the development of performance
expectations. Furthennore, for the "bystander", the two groups who were admitted under
different criteria cut across racial and gender lines. Consequently, diffuse status
characteristics did not stand on their own as important considerations for those in this
category. When asked if people in his department thought that a diversity policy was
responsible for less qualified people being admitted, one person repHed, "not really, since
many of the village idiots are Anglo".
Bystanders structured their interactions with their colleagues using information that
suggested that specific abilities relevant to the task at hand were held in differing degrees
by group members. With this type of information available, beliefs about the general
abilities of those ofa particuMar race and/or sex were neutralized. Even when the potential
to differentiate ability according to a diffuse status characteristic is there, the beliefs about
the characteristic can only be activated in a setting where individuals are distinguished by
it. One female respondent, for example, was in a program comprised totally of females
and, except for one colleague from India, Caucasians. She held beliefs that were
consistent with various stereotypes about race and g,ender. These beliefs are evident in
two experiences that she discussed. First, she described with amazement encountering a
professor who was a black female, and then she provided an assessment of how males
behaved in a class outside of ber program.
I will be honest, all through my undergraduate and graduate studies...this semester
I was shocked, not surprised, but something along those lines, in one ofmy classes
my professor was a black lady, and I have never had a black teacher, and she had




I've noticed in some of my other classes that I've taken, that guys verbalize
more. I think that'sjust characteristic of the guys. Girls are a lot shyer. Men
want to express th.eir opinions more, and they don't care what you think.
The presence of males or racial minorities in this individual's graduate program would
apparently result in performance expectations based on diffuse status characteristics.
However, the homogeneity of the department currently means that this individual, and her
colleagues, rely on other information to structure their group process. This respondent is
able to distinguish herself from the others in her program because of what she views as
special circumstances related to her admission.
I took the entrance exams for the program, and I didn't make the score, which was
frustrating, because I felt like you should be able to prove yourself in another
manner. I asked about it, and they told me there were special circumstances, which
I was glad of. ..you could take 9 hours of provisional work, add on that a letter from
the professor and you could get in.
Provided that others share the information that this respondent was admitted under
different criteria, the result would likely be a lower performance expectation for this
individual in comparison to her colleagues. This respondent would probably be included
as an "old-timer" if only she was exposed to diversity in terms of race and gender in her
own program. There are other factors that contribute to the acHvation of these diffuse
status characteristics, as wen as "affirmative action assistance.". Those factors will be
outlined in the descriptions of the "old timer", policy conscious", and "new breed".
THE OLD TIMER
The "old timer" makes judgments based on beliefs about race and sex without




affirmative action is not utilized in the process win be expounded on later. The important
distinction about the "old-timer" is that traditional stereotypes about minorities serve as
sufficient information in establishing differentiated perfonnance expectations for self and
other.
There are abundant examples in the data collected ofdistinctions made by students
based on race and sex. However, a third attribute, age, surfaced in the course of
interviews with several respondents. The impact of this diffuse status characteristic will
also be considered in this section.
Race proved to be more of a dominant factor for the "old-timer" than gender. One
explanation that can be deduced from the interviews is the strong presence of international
students in some of the graduate programs. For some, the assumed difficulties
accompanying language differences resulted in some group members receiving more
opportunities to contribute to the task One respondent discussed an Asia.n student who
was allowed by the others to do less work on the project because of the fear that she
would not be able to provide a valuable contribution, especially in the oral presentation.
Although the initial concern of the other group members centered on her status of
"international student", the beliefs about her abilities were consistent with those expressed
for someone of a different race. The fact that the respondent kept referring to her as the
"Asian woman" suggests that the same dynamics would emerge if this person had been
born and raised in till.s country.
Unfounded attitudes that define certain races as better suited or more naturally gifted at
certain academic pursuits also impacted group interactions for some of the respondents.
In science and mathematics, for example, Asian students ranked higher in the power and
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prestige order since these academic areas were thought to be their expertise. The respect
afforded the Asian population, and more generaUy international students, seems tenuous,
however. Even apparent compliments given to them by others are sometimes shrouded in
comments on attributes that they lade:
There are some international students who it is felt that their background is not
what it should be, and some of them have trouble with their English skills. But
overall they usually excel as graduate students in quantitative skills.
We have two or three Asian students...mtheir own country they're incredibly
prepared, but certainly here the overall participation isn't the same because of
the language barrier...1 mean they work very hard. They usually help the
other people out when it comes to the statistical part, so it averages out.
The power of a diffuse status characteristic to negatively influence a person's self-
evaluation was most apparent when the discussions turned to the issue of gender. While
the males tended to discount this as a factor in their interactions in group settings, some of
the females stated that they had developed the opinion that their own potential was less
than that oftbeir male counterparts. For a couple of these women, the faculty in their
department, by its actions, acted as a catalyst for the development of the differential
performance expectations for men and women. The fact that college faculty is
predominantly male was not lost on these respondents, as one of them pointed out that she
encountered an "old boy network' which repeatedly solicited the opinion of male students
more in class discussions and consequently made her doubt the validity of her own
position on the topic.
A female faculty member in the education department, a field long considered the
domain ofwomen, helped to create a sense among the female students that they should
actually perform hetter at the required tasks than men. The female respondent from this
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department told of the faculty member's verbal insistence in a -class setting that the female
students' potential was greater precisely because of their gender. However, this was the
exception to the pattern that emerged in the departments of the other respondents. There
were more experiences related where the female students judged their own potential and
work in group tasks more harshly than the contributions of the male members. Once
again, the role played by faculty members is worth noting:
A colleague ofmine...when she gave her defense, she said that her advisor, who
is mine now, was very, very picky. The rest of them (committee members)
weren't so bad, but he was very picky. And it makes me wonder if he is just that
way with women. Because I do everything that he asks me to, and he stiU makes
it seem like it's not good enough.
One of the ways to counteract the development of a differentiated performance
expectation based on gender is to introduce information portraying the qualifications of aU
group members as equal (Berger et a1. 1980, Chacko 1987; Knottnerus, 1986). In a
graduate program, this could best be done by the faculty, whose opinions on the abilities
of the students are more valued because of their position. Conversely, by sending a
message that males and females bring different levels of ability to the group, faculty
members can be partly responsible for perpetuating the feelings ofinferiority and self-
doubt that were described by some female respondents.
A characteristic that was not originaUy considered in the development of the typology
used in this study was age. Nonetheless, this variable was used as a piece of information
by some respondents in their attempts to bring structure to their group interactions. Older
students were subject to both higher and lower expectations for performance, depending
on the department. The opinion that those returning to graduate school late in life are less





a female student working on a master's degree in gerontology, identified c'ertain positive
attributes that she felt were possessed in greater quantity by older students. The
characteristics she mentioned included a sharper focus on what is important, a more
serious approach to the task, and a higher level of practical or "real life" experience.
Although this respondent had not yet been involved in a group project assignment, she did
acknowledge that these beliefs were part of the generai climate in her department. A
stratified structure, in fact, existed, where the older students enjoyed a certain amount of
prestige. This respondent referred to several occasions where she had been solicited for
advice or to serve as a mentor for a younger student. Thus, one attitude being nurtured
was the idea that older students have more valuable points to make, This was evident in
class discussions, where the respondent acknowledged that older students usually offered
their opinions more freely. A follow-up interview with this respondent in the future might
show that the group projects of which she wH1 be a member will also be influenced by the
same set ofbe1iefs associated with age. Ifthe older students are given more opportunity
to contribute to large class discussions by their younger cohorts, then it stands to reason
that they will be awarded the same differentiated opportunity and positive evaluations in a
small group task situation.
In the absence of more relevant infonnation about specific abilities of individuals, the
"old timers" relied on other characteristics to place their group members into distinct
categories, Race, sex, and age, because they are usually easily identifiable for a person,
became the important factors for these respondents. Ifother information was available
that supported the expectations for performance derived from using these characteristics,




1981). One status characteristic that could be incorporated to create at strengthened
differential performance expectation is "affirmative action assistance". In the next section,
the discussion will center on those respondents who made use of the beliefs associated
with this characteristic to augment already existing expectations that they had developed.
It is necessary first to determine what prevented the "old timers" in this study from
expanding beyond the traditional characteristics as they sought information to reduce the
ambiguity in group interaction. One reason that "affirmative action assistance" was not a
focus for those in this category was that there was little or no knowledge about the
policy's role in their departments. The respondent from gerontology was hesitant to link
the presence ofpeople in her department to the influence of a diversity policy because, as
she said, her department was relatively new and the students were still unclear as to the
criteria that comprised the selection process. Even in looking to the future, this
respondent was unable to dunk of affirmative action as a part of the decision making
process in her department. Instead, she believed that, coinciding with the department's
expansion, there would be a "natural diversity of race and gender". Therefore, this
individual will likely continue to dismiss the significance of "affirmative action assistance"
unless others confront her with information that outlines its prevalence in her program.
The "old timers" did have den.nite opinions on the policy of affirmative action. A white
male respondent from agricultural economics stated that, even if affirmative action was
necessary, those who implemented it "are usuaUy overzealous in their attempts to recruit
minorities." This student, though, did not believe that affirmative action applied direcdy
to the admission practices in his own program. This was typical for all of the "old timers"
interviewed. Wlille none of th.em exhibited complete ignorance regarding affirmative
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action, they all shared the perspective that it was not a factor in their own departments.
One individual even refused to link affirmative action to the recruitment policies of the
university as a whole. Instead, she discussed hypothetically the impact that would be felt
were the policy to be embraced:
Ta do affirmative action on this campus would be like putting the cart ahead of
the horse. It should really not be the hottest issue on this campus. You know,
they have many other issues they need to address,
Some of the 'old-timers' saw those who were supposedly aided by affirmative action as
being generaUy less capable, but they were not able to attach their beliefs to minority
students in their department. Another white male respondent, a graduate student in
engineering, had used dilfuse status characteristics, including affinnative action assistance"
in his judgments of others in an academilc setting. However, even in this instance the
targets of these judgments were not fellow graduate students but rather other students in
classes he took while an undergraduate:
The biggest thing that we run into are some of the minority problems. Are you
interested more in the foreign students? Those are the minorities that always
seem to sort of be complaining about things, where ifyou were a white male
you would be kicked out. So, I mean, certain suspect groups were definitely
given extra consideration, because they do oomplain, and they have a lot of
firepower behind them to complain.
The respondent quickly qualified his comment by stating that he tried to keep an open
mind. This was difficult to do, he said, because he had "been burnt" in situations where
less qualified minorities were still getting preferential treatment. As a teacher, his overall
evaluation of the performances ofllis students was evidently impacted by his previous
experiences:
I'm talking about minorities born in this country, who should be more capable
[than international students]. No one wants to take responsibility for... I mean,




know, current on it. They seem to find a lot of excuses, and overall they seem
to perform poorly, and always because its someone else's fault or whatever
The judgments of this respondent toward his students and toward minorities outside his
graduate program were based in part on a belief about the qualifications of people who
benefit from affirmative action. Within his graduate program, the respondent did not feel
that the diepartment put forth a concerted effort to attract minorities. Instead, he held a
favorable opinion of the selection processes, stating that there was a push to get «the top-
end students" in engineering. Whereas his expectations of minorities outside the program
were based on pieces of information that were consistent with each other, some
processing and ultimately balancing of inconsistent information would have to take place
before the potential ofhis colleagues who are minorities is determined (Berger et at 1992)
. Taking his responses as a whole, it is probable that this respondent assigns more weight
to the beliefs associated with the diffuse status characteristics. Since these beliefs do not
mesh with his understanding of the quality ofpeople in his department, the averaging of
the two pieces of information would likely result in the contributions ofminorities to the
task being discounted.
While he viewed the climate in his own department as "anti-affirmative action", he still
had sufficient information to develop differentiated performance expectations, The
presence of minorities in his program activated beliefs about the comparative abilities of
these individuals.
As far as the graduate students, most of the minorities are pretty capable. There
are a few people who are not, but until you work with them its hard to tell.
The qualification ofcapabilities by use of the term "pretty" suggests that minorities'
qualifications, even when they may be substantial, are not as highly ranked as
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qualifications ofnon-minorities. This respondent did not relate any experiences he had in
group task situations, where the 'effects ofthes,e differentiated expectations could be seen.
However, his work as a teaching assistant gave him the opportunity to evaluate the output
ofminority students.
Ifminority students taught by this respondent performed in a manner consistent with
his expectation for them, then there can be validation for his belief about their potential
(Knottnerus and Greenstein 1981). The effect of this could be an increased likelihood that
the diffuse status characteristic would be used in interactions among graduate students in
his department. With the introduction of other minority graduate students in future group
task situations, the expectations formulated in the first interaction are transferred to the
new task and actors, and hence, as tbe respondent claims, it can be "easy to determine
who's going to do what." (Berger et al. 1989).
This respondent can not be included with the "policy conscious" because of his
dismissal of affirmative action as a factor in the selection process in his program. For
now, the expectations for performance that he defines for his minority colleagues depends
upon a synthesis of two variables, the department's strict standards and his opinion on the
general potential ofminorities. Ifhe were at some time to perceive affirmative action as
having a more direct influence in his department, his viewpoint on the policy would likely
create an even stronger performance expectation:
I should clarify.. .1 don't fully understand affirmative action, I don't even fully
understand the law. But I do tend to s,ee, or perceive, what its effects are, and
its general thinking pattern. At least I think I understand that, and that is what I
have a problem with, as far as a little less will still get you there .. 1 mean that's
not what they intended to do, I don't think. It's these people are suspect, they
have a harder time, so we need to give them something else to make them equal.
The only problem is that something else tends to be ''we can do a little less".
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When respondents adopt the attitude that affirmative action does affect the selection
process in their department, they can be classified as either "policy conscious" or the "new
breed".
THE POLICY CONSCIOUS
The "policy conscious", compared to the other categories, are the most actively
involved in the establishment and maintenance of a power and prestige structure within
their department. They build upon the performance expectation that is characteristic of
the "old timer" by incorporating information that supplements this expectation. This new
information is the perceived influence of affirmative action in a department, and the beliefs
that coincide with one's status as a beneficiary of the policy. Thus, the actions of the
"policy conscious" in group interactions will be described in this section, and they will be
looked at within the context of these respondents' attitudes not only toward the attributes
of race and sex but a~so toward "affirmative action assistance".
A relatively low number of respondents in the sample saw diversity as a goal in their
department and subsequently used this information to establish performance expectations.
Particularly noteworthy is that none of the white males apparently incorporated beliefs
about several diffuse status characteristics, such as race and "affirmative action assistance"
into their evaluations within a graduate program.
The "policy conscious" is comprised more of minority respondents, particularly women
and African Americans. Interviews with some of the minorities reveal how powerful the
beliefs associated with various diffuse status characteristics can be for a person as he/she
formulates a self-evaluation. The significance of the minorities in this category is that they
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access two or more pieces of information to help them define their performance potential
relative to others. The negative assessment of their abilities, compared to colleagues,
result not only from attitudes about race and sex but also from the perception that
affIrmative action is one of the reasons for their admittance into the program.
One respondent described with emotion the effects of a negative expectation for self on
her interactions with her colleagues. This individual was a black female working toward a
doctorat,e in a medicaJi science. She had been exposed to and had accepted the notion that
her race and gender were valid indicators of general competence. Her difficulties were
compounded by the fact that she had to prove herself in a field traditionally dominated by
white males. She was witness to similar problems encountered by other minorities in the
program, induding an African-American female working in a demanding internship:
I don't think anybody really thought she knew what she was doing...And just
talking to her, she felt like she really had to prove herself.
Even though the respondent would state that this intern turned out to be very qualified,
she made this judgment about the intern only after having her as an instructor and viewing
closely the actual performance. Thus, external status characteristics initially were the
primary piece of information used by others, including the respondent, to define the
potential of the intern. These characteristics would continue to be influential for this
intern as she analyzed her own performance. The question that was posed to the
respondent was if she thought that this individual evaluated her own performance more
negatively.
You know, she never remarked anything like that to me But, you know, she
didn't have to say. I mean, for me, listening to her talk. J got that impression.
Awareness of the tendency of other minorities to discount their abilities had the effect
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of validating the nega6ve self-evaluation already adopted by this respondent. From her
first day in the program, she acknowledged that the division along gender and racial lines
was clear. In many of her encounters with cohorts, she had felt unsure about her potential
to perform. Consequently, in most instances she opted not to draw attention to herself
Her low expectation for self manifested itself most often in class discussion, where she
stated that the white males made more comments both during and after class. In a group
project assignment, her high expectation for others was called into question by a white
male who failed to take part in some of the activities. Rather than criticize his
contribution, she attempted to excuse his behavior in a way that would be consistent with
her original expectation for rum. Her conclusion was that he was ''very smart and maybe
he had akeady proved himself on this kind of simple task". This definition of the situation
also meant that she could discredit her own work on the project, regardless of the quantity
or quality of effort she had given.
For some of the other respondents, the actions of professors had been an important
ingredient in the development and particularly the maintenance ofa power and prestige
order. In the case of this individual, her professors influenced the beliefs of the graduate
students not by their actions but by their attitudes. She argued that there was no
observable difference in how minorities and non minorities were evaluated by a teacher for
their work on various assignments. However, learning of a teacher's beliefs about
categories of people did affect the confidence that students in this department had to
contribute to a: group task, and it also helped to change how the performances of group
members were judged internally. The respondent had encountered a teaching assistant
who she felt had different expectations for blacks and whites. Although this attitude was
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never stated verbally, the respondent interpreted the teaching assistant's insistence on
being especially nice to her as simply an effort to patronize a black student. This
conclusion made it easier for this respondent to question her qualifications, and at the
same time she could infer an even stronger link between her status as minority and her
place in the department. Her statement that the professor acted nice to her "because she
probably felt like she had to" signifies that this respondent recognizes the possibility of a
diversity policy like affinnative action at work in her department. Also, her statement
alludes to a possibly negative definition of the policy, thus leaving her more susceptible to
negative expectations for self
The low number ofminorities in the department was considered a problem by the
respondent. She thought that there was a need to attract more diversity, although she
conceded that the minorities accepted into the program, induding herself, owed their
presence in part to an active diversity policy. When asked to define affirmative action, this
respondent spoke in favorable terms:
[t's about giving minorities the opportunit~es that you wouldn't otherwise get. I
mean you just can't go in there and say, 'I'm black, and I wanna get into med
school'. I mean, you have to meet qualifications,
This answer would seem to preclude this respondent from the «policy conscious", who
use the characteristic of"affirmative action assistance" to strengthen differentiated
performance expectations. However, the very next statement given by this respondent
shows that she too makes distinctions based on this diffuse status characteristic:
,.,And so maybe my grade point wasn't quite a 3.0. Maybe it was more like a
2.7. Why does that make me any Less to not be able to get in there when I know
I can do the work.
While she felt that she had the necessary skins for the program, she still understood two
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separate standards for minorities and non-minorities to be at work. It was not that she
perceived minorities as unqualified for the program, but compared to non-minorities she
expected less from them. Another respondent, a Hispanic female, expressed a similar
viewpoint about the qualifications ofthe policy's target group, as she attempted to give a
justification for affirmative action.
I think affirmative action is very important. .. I see it as a transition phase. If
you're all male, or all white, or whatever, and they teU you that you have to hire
the outside group to work beside you, and the argument has been that there are
no qualified outside group people, and you're going to have to hire them, then
more than likely they're going to assist them and make sure these people become
qualified. If there is no outside pressure, they wi!! never have to make sure that
these people become qualified.
The self doubts expressed by these respondents are based on a combination ofbeliefs
about race and sex and perceived status as an "affirmative action beneficiary". It is
unclear which factor is dominant, but it is assumed that all of the characteristics were
incorporated into the performance expectation. For the majority of the interview with the
black female, responses included references to "this white student" or "this black girl in
the department" without any significant mention of particular policies. Nonetheless, when
asked about the issue, she did talk of reservations she had about those individuals who
comprise the target group for affirmative action. Regardless of which piece of information
was more important for them, the behavior of these respondents in their programs
denotes a negative expectation for self and positive expectation for other. Even though
they knew they had to prove themselves in the department, they rarely grasped the
opportunities to do this .
.. .I just sit there, I don't talk much. I don't say much to peop~e. There are a
couple of girls who sit next to me that I talk to. And, I don't know ifits just
because they don't know me, but especially the guys...they may think that I'm




knowing a lot of the stuff
When the first respondent did take an active role in a group setting, her performance
was judged in a manner consistent with the original expectation. In summarizing the
intellectual debates she had with colleagues, for example, she remarked that it was almost
always decided that her points were wrong. For the second respondent, the experience
was somewhat better. As she progressed through her program, she felt that her initial
unwillingness to participate and her lack of confidence were lessened to some extent as it
became clear that her abilities were similar to those of others in her program.
THE NEW BREED
The typology developed for this thesis includes the category of the «new breed" .. These
are individuals who it was thought would make use of the characteristic of "affirmative
action assistance", without incorporating beliefs associated with race or sex, in their
performance expectations. An analysis of the data reveals that none of the respondents in
this study could be considered part of this group. The idea that «affirmative action
assistance" would stand on its own as a status characteristic is original to this study. It is
now appropriate to question the veracity of this idea. Using the salience principle of status
characteristics theory, one could conclude that the activation of "affirmative action
assistance" win always depend on the presence of differences in mce and/or sex of group
members (Knottnerus 1994, p. 53). The fact that differences in these characteristics exist
in the group means that beliefs associated with them are likely to be incorporated into the
performance expectations first. This is not meant to discount the theoretical possibility of
the existence of the "new breed". However, discovery of members of this category may
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require a research methodology that is more traditionally linked to expectation states and
status characteristics theory,
Rather than focusing on the type of individual who might be defined as the "new
breed", future projects that employ research methodology consistent with expectation
states and status characteristics theory would benefit from analyzing the social process
itself. This project differs significantly from the expectation states model by focusing on
the characteristics that distinguish individuals in the process. According to Berger et al.
(1980, p, 481), "expectation states are properties ofrelat'ons, not actors as persons."
This study, which does not test expectation states' validity, serves the purpose of
identifying possible factors for actors as they attempt to bring structure to their group
processes. If more were done to include "others" in relati,on to "self', then it might be
possible to identify a social structure where "affirmative action assistance" is the sole basis





This thesis has attempted to explore some of the dynamics of that process where
individuals, in this case graduate students, clarify their understanding of what each group
member in a task situation is capable of contributing. The central theme of this study is
that diversity policies, specifically affirmative action, can be used to augment already
established performance expectations. The proposition was also put forward that
affirmative action can be used as the primary piece of information in the formulation of
performance expectations, but the data did not support this idea.
A typology was established that distinguished individuals on the basis of how closely
they were involved in the establishment of performance expectations in their program.
The "outsider" is completely removed from the process, mainly because an overall lack of
involvement in the department prevents him/her from acquiring information necessary to
formulate an opinion on who could contribute what to a task. Because of the sman
sample size in this research, there were no "pure" outsiders interviewed. However, there
was one respondent who did seem very unsure of her place in the department relative to
her colleagues. In her limited group encounters, her lack of attachment to the program
and her inability to describe its policies meant that the performance expectations would be
undefined.
In contrast to the "outsider", the "innocent bystander" has a definite understanding of
the selection process within his/her program. Ascertaining whether or not admission
standards wer·e stringent or fair became the one determining factor used by these
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individuals to evaluate group members. Because they recognized the standards to be
universal in application, the performance expectations established by these individuals
were undifferentiated. Especially in departments with supposedly high standards for
admission, beliefs about race and sex lost much of their significance, since there was
strong evidence that people were in the program due to their abilities. This is not to say
that some "innocent bystanders" did not also discuss the role ofaffirmative action in their
department. However, the individual or departmental defmition of the policy as a means
to attract equally qualified minorities precluded it from being used to set up differentiated
performance expectations.
"The bystander" believes that group members possess differing amounts of the specific
abilities needed for success in the program. The respondents in this category turn mostly
to perceived changes in the toughness of the admission standards to distinguish themselves
from their colleagues. When confronted with information that the application of different
standards is independent of a person's race and sex, the "bystander" places more emphasis
on this relevant information over the beliefs he/she may hold about the external
characteristics.
The "old timer" interacts in a stratified structure where rewards are distributed in
accordance with where one ranks in association with diffuse status characteristics of race
and sex. Most in this category are able to expound on the general policy of affirmative
action and its consequences. However, their understanding of their own department's
selection criteria does not include the influence of affirmative action. Consequently,




In the case ofthe "policy conscious", a complex set ofvariables contributes to the
development of differentiated performance expectations. First, differences in ability and
potential are linked with external status characteristics. Second, the particular definition
of affirmative action held by those in this category is that it aids those less qualified.
Third, this definition is activated because the respondent interprets the general climate in
his/her program as "pro- affirmative action". The power of these characteristics to affect
a person's self concept is illustrated well in this category.
Finally, the "new breed" remains a category in theory only. In the scope of this study,
no respondent was apparently part of a structure where "affirmative action assistance" was
the primary characteristic used to define performance potential. The limitations and
weaknesses of this study, which will be discussed later in this chapter, may be responsible
for the omission of those individuals who represent this category.
This study can provide some vali.dation for theoretical principles that comprise
expectation states and status characteristics theory. An explanation for why some of the
respondents possessed undifferentiated performance expectations, even when they were
exposed to racial and gender diversity, is given in the theoretical assumptions about the
dominance of information f'elated to specific status characteristics (Berger et al. 1980).
The weakness of affirmative action in affecting performance expectations, even when
actors possessed definite general perceptions of the policy, supports the condition of
salience outlined in status characteristics theory The salience principle states that group
members must be distinguishable in terms of the status characteristic for it to be
incorporated into the establishment of expectations (Berger et al. 1989, p. 104). In the
case of affirmative action, the characteristic is not a visible distinguishing marker, so it
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relies on the perception of actors regarding its role in the situation before 1t is activated.
Some parts of the expectation states program are inconsistent with findings of this
research. Expectation states assumes an actor who does not interpret meanings of status
characteristics but reacts to their presence in a task situation. In contrast, the respondents
in this sample were more involved in deciding whether a variable, such as race and sex,
would be used to distinguish the abilities of group members. Some respondents claimed a
belief that intelligence and ability were, for them, unrelated to gender and racial
classification. This claim may be a fals'e proclamation made under pressures of the
interview situation. If it is a true representation oftne respondent's feelings, then there is
a basis for questioning the applicability of expectation states theory to the process
described in this research. Vntd the respondents' attitudes are tested in a controlled,
experimental setting, however, there is no grounds for questioning the overall validity of
expectation states theory.
Affirmative action impacted very few ofthe respondents in this sample, as they sought
to establish performance expectations. This suggests an interesting conclusion to be
drawn about perceptions of affirmative action. There may be some misunderstanding
regarding the influence of the policy in some arenas, including graduate programs. The
idea of"quotas" and the assumption that affirmative action recruits less qualified
minorities may have prevented some of the respondents in the sample from realizing that
affirmative action was in place in their department. Their insistence that strict standards
applied to everyone entering the program led them to the behef that minorities were there
solely on the basis of those standards. However, it is possible, assuming that affirmative




program can be explained by their high level of capabilities and the influence of a dtversity
policy. This is especially likely given the academic enviornment, where there is usually
visible evidence, such as recruitment posters, that affirmative action is at some level a part
of the selection process. Affirmative action's role will continue to be diminished, though,
unless there is an open acknowledgment ofit as a consideration. If that takes place, the
definition of the policy might ,change to better fit the reality that there are qualified
minorities in place. This could result in a more accurate perception of affirmative action's
influence in other settings. It could also mean a reevaluation of the potential and
contributions made by larger number of minorities.
This research was an initial endeavor to provide an illustration of some of the principles
outlined in expectation states theory. The goal was to identify possible factors that lead to
certain characteristics being used in the establishment of performance expectations, and to
do so outside of the laboratory setting. Still, the unique approach taken in this research
presented problems that might be addressed in the future.
There might be benefit in incorporating some observational work into similar research,
so that the expectations alluded to by the respondents could be verified through behavioral
consequences. The instrument itself proves inadequate in deating with the actual
manifestations of differentiated expectations. Another weakness of the interview script
has to do with its handling of the issues of race and sex. More work needs to be done so
that general attitudes about these characteristics, separate from any mention of a diversity
po~icy, surface.
If in-depth interviews is the method of choice for other research, then certain
inadequacies ofthis researcher should be noted and avoided. The interview tapes reveal
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several instances where the questions were too drawn out, or there were pauses between
questions that probably made the environment uncomfortable for both parties. Also, there
were a couple of times when the respondent was not given complete freedom in rus/her
response. An example had to do with a question asking if anyone in a department
expressed any criticisms about the selection process for new students. In a couple of the
interviews, the researcher added to the original question a reference to a diversity policy.
This was an unintended attempt to lead the respondent, and it should not be repeated.
However, it did not discredit the overall findings of this project
The mechanics of the study were generally sound, although some changes will be
necessary if it is to be replicated. To ensure adequate representation across racial
categories, a stratified random sample will need to be done from a listing that divides
individuals into these classifications. There should also be multiple respondents from the
various academic departments, so that patterns within the department indicative of a social
structure can emerge in the interview process. This could be achieved if the researcher
had access to graduate student listings for each of the departments.
The practice of conducting some oftbe interviews in the researcher's office, and tape
recording them, pr,esent some problems. It is logical to assume that some of the
respondents felt uncomfortable in this environment. When possible, a more neutral setting
should be chosen for the interview
Ethical considerations should also occupy a central role in this type of research. There
was a keen awareness about the volatile nature of this topic and the need to approach it
carefully The researcher believes that he met his ethi'cal requirements. Respondents were
not influenced to believe in their own inferiority or superiority because of the interviews
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themselves. Also, at no time did the researcher judge the respondent because of his/her
position on any of the issues. Finally, confidentiality was never compromised. This
researcher takes his responsibility to keep his subjects' identities to himself very seriously.
The applications of this research are promising. Especially in a time when affirmative
action is receiving extensive attention, most of it negative, findings which suggest that its
public definition might serve to devalue its beneficiaries' true contributions and make them
doubt their own self-worth are significant. Furthermore, one might conclude from this
research that a possible remedy for this problem is an active effort to divert people's
attention away from the negative connotations attached to the policy and reinforce the
idea that, in most cases, minorities possess in as great a degree the relevant attributes as
others in the population.
The effects of irrelevant status characteristics, such as "affirmative action assistance"
can be lessened with the use of various intervention techniques (Berger et al. 1980, p
500). The most powerful of these techniques involves introducing information that actors
who rank low on a diffuse status characteristic actually possess highly valued leveJs of the
specific characteristic relevant to the task. Some of the respondents alluded to this type of
intervention in their program, where some entity was established to educate the graduate
students on the need for affirmative action in order to include minorities who were equally
qualified. The more it can be shown that those who benefit from affirmative action have
qualifications that compare favorably to the qualifications of those not targeted by the
policy, the more likely it is that this information will transfer to new actors and new task
situations, resulting in a reduction in overall social inequality (Knottnerus 1986).
The future of affirmative action is unclear By design, it is intended to make itself
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obsolete, as it gives minorities access to positions of power in higher education and the job
sector. However, significant breakthroughs for minorities are unlikely if the public
definition of affirmative action as a quota system giving unfair advantages to them persists,
In this environment, there will not be a genuine effort to increase the opportunities
available to the minority population.
Graduate programs are a logical place for programs designed to preserve the search for
diversity in society, since students pursuing advanced degrees will likely receive more
influential positions after graduation. The findings oftms research call for a multi-faceted
program. First, there must be an admission by the program that affirmative action is a
viable part of its selection process, Second, the department must actively disseminate a
definition of the policy that emphasizes its intent to ensure equality of opportunity for
minorities, Third, students should have access to information about the performances of
their colleagues, both minority and non-minority, on valious assignments. This
information should lead all students to the conclusion that minorities are equally capable of
meeting a high standard in their academic endeavors, Enacting a program similar to that
outlined here could potentially benefit society, Non-minorities who have encountered
such an intervention win be more likely to champion the need for diversity in their own
professional endeavors, The program could al,so give minorities a more positive self
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APPENDIX A: LETTER SOLICITING ASSISTANCE FROM CONTACTS
Dear [Name]
Hello, how are you? I hope that everything is going well with you, As for myself, I am
trying to complete my thesis this semester, I am contacting you to see if you would lend a
hand. I need to conduct some infonnal interviews with a.So. graduate students about
general attitudes on some social issues, but I want to make sure that the people I interview
represent a certain amount of diversity. Therefore, I was wondering if you could provide
me with the names of some ofyour colleagues who might be potential respondents for me,
Try and include at least one individual who is not Caucasian and one who is female, I






Your assistance is greatly appreciated and will remain confidential. Upon receiving
your list of names, I will make contact with these individuals by means of a letter, At no
time will they be aware that you provided me with any information. The final choice to
participate in the study will be the person's, so don't feel as though you are volunteering a
colleague without his/her pennission,
If any of these individuals can not be contacted by letter through your department's
mailing address, please note this, Return your list in the envelope provided, If you choose





APPENDIX B: CONTACT/CONSENT LETTER FOR PROSPECTIVE
RESPONDENTS




My name is Scott Simpson, and I am currently working on my master's thesis in
sociology. I am seeking individuals who wou~d be willing to serve as respondents for an
infonnal interview about general perceptions of graduate programs. Therefore, this letter
is being sent to you to ask for your participation in the research. Complete confidentiality
is guaranteed, and your selection as a potential respondent is simply an attempt to include
a diverse representation of the graduate student population at O. S. U.
The interviews usually last approximately one hour. In order to make sure that all
relevant data is gathered, they will be tape recorded. However, your name will not be
revealed on the tape itself but will be kept on a separate sheet of paper along with the
corresponding number of the intelview tape. After this project has been completed, the
sheet of paper with names and tape numbers will be destroyed. For the duration of the
study itself (approximately 3 months), all material will be kept in a locked file in my office,
and only I will have access to them.
Please inform me of your decision by checking the appropriate line below and then
signing your name. After you have done this, return this letter in the envelope provided
Your participation would help me immensely so I hope we can work together. Keep in
mind that you will be free to withdraw your consent and participation in this project at any
time without penalty. Even if you choose not to participate, I appreciate your
consideration in this matter. Feel free to contact me or Dr. David Knottnerus at 744-6105
should you have any questions or concerns.
_Yes, I agree to participate in this research
(For those WllO choose to participate, I will contact you in
a couple of days to set up an interview)






APPENDIX C: TELEPHONE CALL SCRIPT
Hello, my name is Scott Simpson, and I am currently working on my master's thesis in
sociology. I am seeking individuals who would be willing to serve as respondents for an
informal interview about general perceptions of graduate programs. I obtained your name
from the student directory, and I am caning to see if you would be willing to participate in
the research.
The interviews usually last approximately one hour. In order to make sure that all
relevant data is gathered, they will be tape recorded. Complete confidentiality is
guaranteed. Your name will not be revealed on the tape itself but will be kept on a
separate sheet of paper along with the corresponding number of the interview tape After
this project has been completed, the sheet of names and tape numbers will be destroyed.
For the duration of the study itself, all material will be kept in a locked file in my office,
and only I will have access to them.
You will be free to withdraw your consent and participation in this project at any time
without penalty. Would you be willing to participate in this research?
(If Yes): Would you be available to meet with me at (time and place)? Feel free to
contact me or Dr. David Knottnerus at 744-6105 if you have any questions




APPENDIX D: CONSENT LETTER (AT TIME OF INTERVIEW)
I, , understand that by signing this letter, I am agreeing to
participate in an interview to be conducted by Scott Simpson for his master's thesis. J
have been made aware that the interview will last approximately one hour and will cover
my generaJ perceptions of my graduate department. I also understand that I am not to be
reimbursed in any manner for my participation, that it is voluntary, and that I my withdraw
at any time without penalty. FinaJly, I am aware that the interview will be tape recorded,
but that my identity will remain confidential. I agree to all of these conditions and am





APPENDIX E. INTERVIEW SCRIPT
1) What is your background in your department (length of time as a student, any past
positions, present status, etc.)?
2) In your time in this department, what is your perception regarding its selection process
for new graduate students? What characteristics of the applicant are most important in
making the decision on whom to admit? (Probe)
3) In your time in this department, what is your perception regarding its selection process
for teaching and research assistantships? What characteristics of the applicant are most
important in making the decision on who should receive an assist.antship? (Probe),
4) In your time in this department, what ,is your perception regarding its selection process
for committee assignments for graduate students? What characteristics of the applicant
are most important in making the decision on who should be appointed to a committee?
(Probe),
5) In your time in this department, what is your perception regarding its selection process
for recipients of departmental awards? What characteristics of the applicant are most
important in making the decision on who should receive the awards? (Probe).
6) Are there other departmental policies that impact graduate students that you would like
to comment on? If so, what chara.cteristics of the applicant are most relevant in the
enforcement of these policies? (Probe)
7) Overall, do you feel as if you have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of the various
policies in your department? (Probe)
8) What effect, in your opinion, does the department's policy on selecting graduate
students have on the quality of people admitted and retained? (Probe)
9) What effect, in your opinion, does the department's policy on selecting teaching and
research assistants have on the quality of people awarded these assistantships? (Probe)
10) What effect, in your opinion, does the department's policy on selecting committee
members have on the quality of people appointed to the committees? (Probe)
II) What effect, in your opinion, does the department's policy on selecting award
recipients have on the quality of people who receive these awards? (Probe)
12) In your time in this department, have you singled out specific individuals who you feel




13) Have you been aware of other individuals in your department who felt as though a
colleague was being given some sort of special consideration? If so, what were
circumstances? (Probe)
14) If you or someone else has singled out individuals, what, in your opinion, was the
basis for the special consideration that they received? Which appeared to be a more
relevant factor, qualifications or departmental policy, or did the two coexist? Why do you
say this? (Probe) [If yes, proceed to #15]
15) In your opinion, what, if any, factors prevent these individuals from acquiting the
needed qualifications? (Probe)
16) During your time in this department, have you had occasion to work with individuals
who you feel were given special consideration? (Examples are on class projects,
committees, etc,) (Probe) (If no, proceed to #19)
17) How would you evaluate the contributions by these individuals to the tasks you
mentioned? What factors do you consider in this evaluation? (Probe)
18) How would you evaluate the contribution made by you to the tasks you mentioned?
What factors do you consider in this evaluation? (Probe)
19) Have you spoken with others who have worked on a task with individuals who they
considered to be receiving special consideration (Examples of tasks are class projects,
committees, etc,) (Probe), [If yes, proceed to question 20],
20) To the best of your knowledge, how did these individuals evaluate the contributions to
the tasks made by those they felt had special consideration? What factors did they
consider in the evaluation? (Probe)
21) To the best of your knowledge, how did these individuals who you feel singled
someone else out evaluate their own performance? What factors did they consider ,in the
evaluation? (Probe)
22) Do you have any criticisms of the department's policies? rfyes, then what evidence, if
any, could you present to support these criticisms? (Probe)
23) Are you aware ofany criticisms levied by others in your department about its policies?
If so, what are the criticisms and what evidence has been cited to support them? (Probe)
24) With regard to any criticisms that you have, do you see any justification for the
department's policy? If so, what might they be? (Probe)
25) With regard to any criticisms that you believe others in your department have, do
they, in your opinion, see any justification for the department's policy? If so, what might
those justifications be? (Probe)
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26) In your opimon, have the department's policies benefited or harmed it? Explain.
(Probe)
27) In the opinion of others in your department, have the department's policies benefited
or harmed it? Explain (Probe)
28) In your own judgment, are your opinions unique to you or are they shared by others?
Explain. (Probe)
29) Are you currently seeking employment or admittance into another graduate program?
Ifso, what is your perception of the policies involved? Are they similar to this
department's? Are the policies fair? (Probe)
30) Are others with whom you have spoken seeking employment or admittance into
another graduate program? If so, what is their perception of the policies involved? Are
they similar to your department's? Do others feel like the policies are fair? (Probe)
31) Are you personally aware of the policy of affirmative action? How would you define
the policy, its intent and its goals? (Probe)
32) Have you heard others speak of the policy of affirmative action? If so, how have they
spoken of it, its intent and its goals? (Probe)
33) If you are aware of affirmative action., what is your candid assessment of it? (Probe)
34) In your opinion, what is the assessment of affirmative action made by others in your
department? (Probe)
35) 15 affirmative action a policy practiced by your department, in your opinion? If so, is
this knowledge part of your consideration in evaluating others who are admitted into the
department, given assistantships, committee appointments, awards, etc.? Explain. (Probe)
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